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Abstract  
Purpose: This paper introduces an evidence-based, transferable framework of graduate attributes and 
associated University toolkit to support the writing of level-appropriate learning outcomes that enable 
the University to achieve its mission to Transform Lives + Inspire Change.   
Approach: An iterative process of co-design and co-development was employed to produce both the 
framework and the associated learning outcomes toolkit. 
Findings: There is tangible benefit in adopting an integrated framework that enables students to 
develop personal literacy and graduate identity. The toolkit enables staff to write assessable learning 
outcomes that support student progression and enable achievement of the framework objective.   
Research limitations/implications: While the framework has been in use for two years, institutional 
use of the toolkit is still in its early stages. Phase 2 of the project will explore how effectively the 
toolkit achieves the framework objective. 
Practical implications: The introduction of a consistent, integrated framework enables students to 
develop and actively increase personal literacy through the deliberate construction of their unique 
graduate identity.  
Social implications: Embedding the institutional Changemaker attributes alongside our agreed 
employability skills enables students to develop and articulate specifically what it means to be a 
‘Northampton graduate’.  
Originality/value: The uniqueness of this project is the student-centred framework and the 
combination of curricular, extra- and co-curricula initiatives that provide a consistent language around 
employability across disciplines. This is achieved through use of the learning outcomes toolkit to 
scaffold student progression. 
Keywords: Active Blended Learning, ChANGE, COGS, Employability and Entrepreneurship, 
Graduate Identity, Personal Literacy 
Introduction 
21st century UK Higher Education operates in a complex setting, characterised by multiple and 
intertwined demands and constraints. Among them, the focus on widening access, student choice, 
teaching excellence and a range of metrics surrounding graduate employability. Also of relevance 
here is the increasing marketization of higher education (Blackmore et al. 2016; Pemberton et al. 
2013; Wilton 2014) prompting many Higher Education Providers (HEPs) to reposition themselves as 
‘market-orientated educational enterprises’ (Grotkowska et al, 2015) through focusing on the personal 
development of students and, ultimately, their preparedness for future employment. 
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At a strategic level, the University of Northampton’s response to these demands and constraints is 
encapsulated in the 2015-2020 strategic plan - Transforming Lives + Inspiring Change - in a way that 
‘strip[s] out complexity and [forces us to] think […] radically about how to create a University that 
competes with the world on its own terms, not those dictated by others’ (The University of 
Northampton, 2015). Operationally – and for the purposes of this article – there are two main 
responses. Firstly, a requirement to ‘create a unique learning and teaching model’ (The University of 
Northampton, 2015). Secondly, the creation of an institutional culture that encourages all staff and 
students to be ‘Changemakers’ – defined at its simplest as ‘seeing a social problem and doing 
something about it’. From a student perspective, the former of these offers an innovative context in 
which the latter can become part of all programmes and modules. Students can therefore explore their 
own capacity as Changemakers through engagement with a new framework that symbiotically unites 
curricular, extra- and co-curricular initiatives to support graduate employability. 
In this article we report on four main aspects emerging from the University’s approach to becoming 
an entrepreneurial institution and the resulting benefits to students: 
1. The impact of combining two previously separate strands of work to support graduate 
employability into a single, unified, student-centred framework of graduate attributes that 
supports not only “graduate-ness” in general but, more specifically, an individual’s identity 
as a University of Northampton graduate;  
2. The value from embedding the new framework across all curricula as part of a broader 
context of large-scale pedagogic change; 
3. The development of Changemaker attributes in students at all academic levels through the 
introduction of the Changemaker Outcomes for Graduate Success toolkit, which helps staff 
to develop learning outcomes by level and supports student progression; and 
4. A scheme that enables the development of on-programme employability and Changemaker 
skills through a focus on personal literacy for successful graduate employment. 
The article concludes with a reflection on the progress made in relation to these four aspects, 
identifies some of the risks and limitations with this work and points to some of the challenges ahead. 
It recognises that the development of the ChANGE framework per se is no guarantee that students 
will develop the ChANGE attributes. As such, phase 2 of the ChANGE project (now underway) is 
supporting staff to embed the attributes within all subject areas through the writing of assessable 
module learning outcomes that evidence a constructively aligned approach to curriculum design 
(Biggs and Tang, 2011). The paper also puts forward a set of ideas that other higher education 
institutions may wish to consider as they attempt to transform the opportunities for all students. 
Phase 1: Two separate strands of work 
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This section details the evolution of two separate initiatives, each designed to support and develop 
students’ graduate employability potential at Northampton (Figure 1), but addressing different aspects 
of the student experience. The first strand looks at the work of the University Centre for 
Employability and Engagement (UCEE, now renamed the Changemaker Hub) in supporting graduate 
employability, careers development, volunteering and placement activity in the extra- and co-
curricular sphere through their ‘Employability Plus’ initiative. The second strand focuses on the work 
conducted by Northampton’s Institute of Learning and Teaching in Higher Education (ILT) to 
articulate and deliver the strategic mission to transform lives and inspire change in all academic 
programmes.  
 
This work resulted in a series of initiatives under the banner of the ‘Changemaker in the Curriculum’ 
project, with its focus on the enhancement of graduate prospects through socially entrepreneurial, 
enterprise behaviour. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has 
consistently highlighted this focus as necessary for Universities (and economies) to actively engage 
with to support ongoing economic and social development (Marringe and Foskett, 2010, cited in 
Cavanagh et al, 2015). 
 
 
Figure 1: Two separate strands of work to support students in reaching their employability goals 
 
Strand 1: Extra- and Co-Curricular Support for Employability at the University of Northampton 
The widely-accepted definition of employability developed by Yorke and Knight (2006) offered a 
meaningful starting point to support graduate employability at the University of Northampton and 
ultimately enabled the articulation of what it means to be a ‘Northampton graduate’. In their 
definition, employability is  
A set of achievements - skills, understandings and personal attributes - that make individuals 
more likely to gain employment and be successful in their chosen occupations, which benefits 
themselves, the workforce, the community and the economy (Yorke and Knight 2006, p.3). 
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Employability is therefore clearly more than a set of skills (Holmes, 2001). The term ‘skills’ 
throughout this paper should therefore be assumed to encompass attributes, capabilities and 
behaviours, all of which combine and need to be evidenced by the individual upon entry to, and future 
transfer within, the labour market (Yorke, 2006). Given the complexity of developing an inter-
connected institutional response to the graduate employability imperative, it is not surprising that 
there is no single authoritative set of skills that employers want from graduates (Artess et al, 2016, 
UK Higher Education Academy, 2015). Rather employability offerings have been contextualised by 
country (Oria, 2012), by workforce sector (Hinchliffe and Jolly, 2011; Rich, 2015; Shah et al, 2004) 
or, as in the case of Northampton, by the University’s strategic mission.  
To meet the needs of all 13,000+ students at Northampton, the University Centre for Employability 
and Engagement (UCEE) made a strategic decision to move away from the more traditional ‘careers 
service’ approach of 1:1 appointments that had, until this time, prevailed at Northampton. The new 
scheme, ‘Employability Plus’, makes increased use of a ‘flipped’ approach to careers development, an 
approach which, as Greenbank (2015) argues, is more likely to engender behavioural change.  
At Northampton, this introduction of more ‘transformative pedagogies’ (Artess et al, 2016, p.7) by the 
‘careers service’ was strengthened with the allocation of responsibility for engaging staff and students 
in our values-driven ‘Changemaker agenda’ to the UCEE team. Situating these dual responsibilities in 
the same department explicitly recognised the symbiosis between the employability agenda and 
‘changemaking’ or entrepreneurial behaviours. It subsequently helped to articulate the notion of the 
‘Northampton graduate’ through the development of a unified, values-driven employability 
framework. This resonates strongly with what Artess et al describe as a ‘subtle discussion of 
‘identity’’ (2016, p.7) as the individual transitions from student to graduate employee and citizen. 
This expansion of the discourse takes preparedness for employability well beyond skills acquisition, 
and into exploration of personal characteristics, attributes and behaviours that identify ‘graduate-ness’ 
(Hinchliffe and Jolly, 2011; Kalfa and Taksa, 2015; Daniels and Brooker, 2014; and Cutts et al, 
2015), all of which are directly relevant to the University’s Changemaker agenda. The revised QAA 
Guidance on Enterprise and Entrepreneurship Education signals the extent to which these ‘enterprise 
competencies’ are now viewed as ‘essential attributes … identified by employers as priorities’ (QAA, 
2018 p.3). 
A final consequence of combining responsibilities for graduate employability and Changemaking in 
the same department has been to preserve the critical role played by these services in curriculum 
development as well as in co- and extra-curricular work and employer engagement provision, thereby 
reducing the risk of the service becoming increasingly marginalised (Andrews and Russell, 2012).  
Strand 2: ‘Changemaker in the Curriculum’ 
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At a strategic level, the University of Northampton has sought to develop a “sustainable approach to 
improving society by taking positive action to address social problems” (Alden Rivers et al, 2015a, p. 
385). For many of our students, this sustainability has been realised through opportunities to engage 
academically and practically with social innovation through their academic studies. However, it was 
necessary to mainstream these opportunities and make them available to all students to genuinely 
fulfil the strategic intent to transform lives and inspire change. In so doing, this work helps meet a key 
policy initiative identified by the European Commission’s Joint Research Centre, namely ‘improving 
‘university-business engagement and developing enhanced links between employment and 
innovation’ (QAA, 2018, p.6). 
Through a phenomenographic study to kick-start our ‘Changemaker in the Curriculum’ project, a 
research team based in ILT identified five ‘Conceptions of Changemaker’: 1) Changemaker as 
University strategy; 2) Changemaker as critical thinking, perspective shifting and problem solving; 3) 
Changemaker as enhancing employability; 4) Changemaker as social betterment and 5) Changemaker 
as personal transformation (Alden Rivers et al, 2015b). 
Having identified these conceptions, the project team turned its attention to deconstructing them so 
that they could be embedded into discipline curricula. This work identified a set of Changemaker 
attributes that encapsulated the skills and behaviours understood by the study participants as being 
inherently ‘Changemaker’ in nature. Furthermore, it then became possible to consider explicitly how 
Changemaker could inform the design, development, delivery and review of all academic 
programmes and how those Changemaker attributes might inform the writing of Programme and 
Module Learning Outcomes across academic levels and disciplines in a manner suitable for 
assessment. Ultimately, as students engaged with the Changemaker attributes as part of their studies, 
they would acquire an individualised ‘Changemaker difference’ upon graduation influenced by their 
academic programme of study, their own identity (both as an individual and as a graduate of the 
University of Northampton) and the needs required for working in either entrepreneurial or 
intrapreneurial contexts (see further QAA, 2018). 
Enabling two to become one: The impact of institutional pedagogic change through the introduction 
of ‘Active Blended Learning’ 
At the heart of the University of Northampton strategic plan 2015-2020 is an imperative to ‘create a 
unique Learning and Teaching model’ that will provide a clearly identifiable element of 
differentiation from competitors (The University of Northampton, 2015, p.4). Led by ILT, this project 
sought to conceptualise and ultimately formalise this model, consistent with the Changemaker in the 
Curriculum initiative.  
In 2013, the university embarked on a large-scale project of programme design and redesign for 
Active Blended Learning (ABL), the new pedagogic model. The project served as a catalyst that 
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eventually drew the two strands of work around employability and Changemaker together. It became 
clear early on that if staff were redesigning their learning and teaching in line with ABL, then there 
was merit in simultaneously embedding the employability skills and Changemaker attributes. 
ABL is a wholesale, deliberate move away from a standard ‘lecture-seminar’ mode of delivery. The 
agreed definition of ABL surfaces the strategic importance of developing employability skills, 
capabilities and behaviours within the curriculum, demonstrating how embedded and linked these 
different concepts have become:  
[An ABL] programme is taught through student-centred activities that support 
the development of subject knowledge and understanding, independent learning and digital 
fluency. Our face-to-face teaching is facilitated in a practical and collaborative manner, 
clearly linked to learning activity outside the classroom. Opportunities are provided for 
students to develop autonomy, Changemaker attributes and employability skills (Institute of 
Learning and Teaching in Higher Education, 2016a, emphases added). 
The inclusion of Changemaker in this definition will ensure all students receive an entitlement to 
engage with the Changemaker principles and practice, with a view to enhancing their overall 
employability potential and developing their own identity as ‘Northampton graduates’. 
Phase 2: Development of the ChANGE Framework (Changemaking at Northampton for 
Graduate Employability) 
Initial work to draw the Employability and Changemaker projects together accorded primacy to the 
Changemaker Attributes (Alden-Rivers et al, 2015a). However, it quickly became clear that the real 
value to students lay in reinforcing the Employability Plus framework as these skills were already 
familiar to current students and, importantly, to employers (Table 1). That said, the most recent QAA 
Guidance on Enterprise and Entrepreneurship Education (2018) suggests that the language of 
entrepreneurship education is becoming more widely understood and accepted within the HE Sector 
and by employers.  
‘Employability  
Plus’ Skill 
Changemaker Attributes 
Communication 
• Self-confidence 
• Empathy 
• Communication 
• Emotional & social 
intelligence 
(Group and) Team 
Work 
• Self-confidence 
• Self-awareness 
• Empathy  
• Problem-solving 
• Communication 
• Emotional & social 
intelligence 
• Innovation and creativity 
Positive Work Ethic • Self-confidence • Internal locus of control  
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• Perseverance  
• Action orientation 
• Critical thinking 
Networking 
• Self-confidence 
• Self-awareness 
• Empathy 
• Communication 
Organisation and 
Action Planning 
• Internal locus of control 
• Perseverance 
• Action orientation 
Problem solving, 
analysis and 
investigation 
• Perseverance 
• Internal locus of control 
• Action orientation 
• Innovation & creativity  
• Critical thinking 
• Reflective 
• Problem-solving 
Self-management 
(and reflective 
learning) 
• Internal locus of control 
• Self-awareness 
• Action orientation 
• Critical thinking 
• Reflective 
• Values-driven 
Leadership 
• Self-confidence 
• Self-awareness 
• Action orientation 
• Communication 
• Emotional & social 
intelligence 
• Leader 
• Values-driven 
Opportunity 
recognition 
• Action orientation 
• Innovation & creativity 
• Perseverance 
• Reflective 
• Problem-solving 
Persuading, 
influencing and 
negotiating 
• Self-confidence 
• Perseverance 
• Empathy 
• Communication 
• Emotional & social 
intelligence 
 
Table 1: Mapping of Changemaker Attributes to the Employability Plus Outcomes 
Although the Employability Plus and Changemaker in the Curriculum initiatives were both always 
intended to support individual student skills development, reversing the mapping in this way offered 
considerably increased scope for a genuinely student-centred model that has the potential to 
significantly increase individual propensity to secure graduate level employment than existed when 
the two strands remained independent (Figure 2).  
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Figure 2: Two become One: Uniting Extra- and Co-Curricular work to support graduate employability with the 
outputs of the ‘Changemaker in the Curriculum’ project 
While students will need to adopt the language of employability skills rather than ‘changemaking’ in 
order to achieve success within the labour market, recent evidence suggests that ‘enterpreneurial 
competencies’ as a phrase is becoming more widely understood and accepted and their overlap with 
more traditional ‘employability skills’ recognised (QAA, 2018). Ultimately, students not only need to 
know what employers are looking for in university graduates, they also need to turn this awareness 
into action and articulate the possession of those skills when entering or moving within the labour 
market.  
The need for ‘personal literacy’ (informed by the development of their ‘Changemaker literacy’ at 
Northampton) - the ability of an individual to demonstrate self-awareness in their learning and 
operational spheres and function collaboratively with others autonomously, effectively and 
independently (Oxford Brookes University, 2010) - is met via the ABL methodology through its 
deliberate focus on what students do with what they know, or how they apply their knowledge in 
practice, depending on the nature of the discipline being studied. Personal literacy is scaffolded 
through the multiple structured and yet personalised opportunities offered through ‘Employability 
Plus’ for students to be aware of their own ‘propensity … to know what skills they have developed 
and match [… them] to the criteria for a desired job (Cavanagh et al, 2015, p.279). ABL supports 
students to connect their desired employability outcomes with their discipline (Artess et al, 2016) and 
develop the ‘capacity to articulate and communicate their learning to employers’ irrespective of where 
that skill was learned (Artess et al, 2016, p.7; see also Rust and Froud, 2016). This is important, for 
one’s employability can only be recognised by a potential employer if one is aware of the skills s/he 
possesses and can demonstrate them at interview. Together, these on-programme and extra- and co-
curricular opportunities for development of personal literacy help to meet another strategic imperative 
currently prominent within UK HE, namely enhancement of the student experience through increased 
personalisation of learning. 
Phase 3: Developing a Statement and Framework of Graduate Attributes 
Determining the end goal - what it means to be a ‘Northampton graduate’ - and working backwards 
was key to successfully co-designing a toolkit for staff to support the writing of learning outcomes 
appropriate for each academic level of study. Four key features were identified as necessary for 
inclusion. The first two of these - the need to address graduate employability at institutional level and 
the embedding of ‘changemaking’ across all academic programmes – are most easily recognised as 
being of importance given the context of this article. Thirdly, subject knowledge is of paramount 
importance given that this is the primary reason students come to University – to obtain a degree in a 
discipline of their choice. Fourthly, was a recognised need to address student digital fluency 
9 
 
throughout the project. The University’s Statement of Graduate Attributes explicitly reflects each of 
these: 
The University of Northampton is committed to developing knowledgeable graduates, who 
are socially responsible, digitally proficient and highly employable global citizens - the 
Changemakers of the future (Institute of Learning and Teaching in Higher Education, 2016a). 
Through this reverse engineering approach, the team were able to explore how both the Changemaker 
Attributes and Employability Skills might be defined at different academic levels yet still reflect 
nuances in terms of academic discipline. Colleagues pragmatically re-grouped the skills into a 
framework of similar skills to accommodate the fact that not all modules would be able to support 
students to develop each of the 10 Employability skills. The model (Figure 1) shows how 9 of the 10 
skills have been grouped under three headings: Change, Collaboration and Self-Direction, with the 
10th skill - positive work ethic, integrity and values - being situated at the very centre of the model, 
reflecting the values and behaviours of the individual student (ultimately the graduate) seeking 
employment. However, for ease of use, this 10th skill was later pulled out into one of the spokes of the 
framework to facilitate a visual representation of the unique skills development map across each 
academic programme. Finally, a ‘mission statement’ was added to the framework, providing a concise 
explanation of each skills grouping (top of Figure 3). 
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Figure 3: The ChANGE Framework of Graduate Attributes 
 
Headline statements articulate what each grouping and individual skill might look like upon 
graduation, i.e. at Level 6 (Table 2), providing both an end-goal in respect of undergraduate 
programmes, and a mid-point in terms of provision across Levels 4-8 (i.e. up to PhD or Doctor of 
Professional Practice level). These statements draw heavily on the input from cross-disciplinary 
academic staff, professional services colleagues and from the UK Framework for Higher Education 
Qualifications (FHEQ) (Quality Assurance Agency, 2014). While the language used to describe the 
separate groupings and skills is likely to be familiar to both employers and readers, the concept of 
what it means to ‘be a Changemaker’ is probably not. Consequently, the ‘Changemaker flavour’ only 
emerges in the underpinning definitions. That said, similar language has become increasingly visible 
in recent years: in their report into employers’ perceptions of new graduates’ skills and abilities, 
Lowden et al (2011) identified that employers are looking for graduates to evidence and demonstrate 
‘motivation, tenacity and commitment’. Other skills mentioned elsewhere include self-awareness, 
reflection, values, resilience, emotional intelligence, empathy and creative problem solving (Goleman, 
1999; HEA, 2015; Smith and Paton, 2014; and Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education 
(QAA), 2018).  
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Explicit use of the FHEQ helps assure the development of graduate-ness in general, while 
incorporation of the Changemaker attributes into the employability skills definitions enables the 
development of the values-driven ‘Northampton graduate-ness’ in particular (emphasis added). As an 
example, in the ‘Conceptions of Changemaker’ study, staff and students referred to ‘Changemakers’ 
as possessing ‘grit’. However, when employers were presented with this terminology, the term was 
not well recognised, but the phrase ‘persuading, influencing and negotiating’ was. Consequently, the 
latter term appears in the Employability Plus skills, and ‘grit’ only in the underpinning Changemaker 
attributes (Alden Rivers et al, 2015c).  
 
Group Skill Statement 
Change  
Do the right things … 
On completion of Level 6, our students are socially responsible problem 
solvers, who apply knowledge of their chosen field to identify, create, 
promote and manage opportunities for positive change. 
Change 
Skills 
Opportunity 
recognition and 
Creativity: 
Students apply creative thinking to recognise, create and capitalise on 
opportunities, taking unprompted action to foster innovative, practical 
change. 
Problem solving, 
analysis and 
investigation: 
Students work independently and with others to identify, design and 
critically evaluate evidence-based ethical and creative solutions to problems. 
Persuading, 
influencing and 
negotiating:  
Students articulate ideas and concepts confidently and knowledgeably to a 
variety of audiences, demonstrating perseverance to reach consensus and 
obtain commitment to a shared vision. 
Self-Direction  
… in the right way 
On completion of Level 6, our students use evidence, analysis and critical 
reflection to achieve and encourage others to generate positive, values-
driven impact for themselves and their communities. 
Self-
Direction 
Skills 
Leadership:  
Students are responsible and accountable decision makers, who apply 
strategies to inspire others and secure commitment to effect sustainable 
change. 
Self-management: 
Students reflect on and evaluate their skills, take responsibility for their 
learning and proactively plan for personal and professional continuous 
development. 
Organisation and 
Action Planning: 
Students define goals, prioritise and manage complex tasks, evaluate and 
apply resources and adapt in positive ways to changing circumstances. 
Collaboration  
… with the right people 
On completion of Level 6, our students learn and create effectively and 
collaboratively through meaningful professional connections with others. 
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Collaboration 
Skills 
Communication: 
Students communicate complex concepts, demonstrating professionalism, 
empathy and the ability to adapt to different audiences. 
Teamwork: 
Students establish and maintain effective and collaborative relationships, 
through valuing others, handling challenges and actively reflecting upon and 
learning from the experience. 
Networking:  
Students proactively connect with others, and exchange ideas to establish 
mutually beneficial working relationships. 
Positive Work-Ethic, Integrity 
and Values  
… for the right reasons 
The actions and behaviours of our Level 6 students are driven by an 
awareness of personal values motivating them to achieve sustainable social 
impact. 
 
Table 2: Headline Statements for the Skills Groupings and Individual Skills at Level 6 
 
Changemaker Outcomes for Graduate Success - the COGS Toolkit 
Although work to shift pedagogic practice to ABL was already well underway, simultaneous 
embedding of employability skills development provided further encouragement for programme 
teams to engage in curriculum design and in the transformation of their own pedagogic practices. 
Academic development initiatives were introduced to help with ownership of the ChANGE 
framework, building on the co-developmental approach already in operation as part of this project. 
Central to this was the drafting of COGS – our award-winningi toolkit for the writing of level-
appropriate learning outcomes that would realise the objective for the entire student body to 
meaningfully engage with the Changemaker and Employability agendas (Figure 4). 
 
 
Figure 4: ABL as a means to translate the curricular and co-curricular activities into tangible graduate 
attributes 
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The COGS toolkit (ILT, 2016b) draws heavily on earlier work undertaken at the University of Hull 
(2012). It provides staff with a breakdown of what each of the headline Changemaker and 
Employability statements looks like across all levels of undergraduate provision (levels 4-6) (as an 
example, see Table 3 in respect of Problem Solving, Analysis and Investigation). A postgraduate 
version addressing levels 7 and 8 is in development. It uses generic wording as a starting point for the 
writing of learning outcomes that should be tailored to the requirements of academic disciplines and 
the associated skill and competence elements sought by employers. Colour is used to demonstrate 
both conceptual and linguistic continuity across academic levels. As students’ progress in their 
studies, a new colour is introduced to demonstrate how the demands placed upon students change as 
they move up an academic level. 
 
Problem Solving, Analysis and Investigation: 
On graduation, our students work independently and with others to identify, design and critically 
evaluate evidence-based ethical and creative solutions to problems. 
 Level 4 / Year 1 Level 5 / Year 2 Level 6 / Year 3 
PREFIX 
… 
With detailed guidance students 
will be able to: 
With guidance students will be 
able to: 
With limited guidance students 
will be able to: 
Id
en
ti
fy
 p
ro
b
le
m
s 
 a
n
d
 s
o
lu
ti
o
n
s 
Recognise and solve 
straightforward / defined 
problems 
 
Identify, select and justify 
approaches to use from a range 
of both predefined and self-
generated solutions 
Identify and solve 
straightforward problems 
including some abstract 
problems 
Identify, select and justify 
approaches to use from a range 
of both predefined and self-
generated, creative solutions, 
using clearly defined / 
accepted problem-solving 
strategies 
Identify and solve 
straightforward / complex / 
concrete and abstract problems 
 
Devise a range of creative 
alternative solutions that justify 
a chosen course of action, 
drawing from / adapting 
accepted problem-solving 
strategies 
S
o
lv
e 
th
e 
p
ro
b
le
m
 Implement a chosen solution to 
a problem, demonstrating 
consideration of ethical issues, 
individually and with others 
Implement an ethically sound 
solution to a (complex) 
problem, individually and with 
others 
Implement an ethically sound 
solution to a complex (concrete 
and abstract) problem, 
individually and with others 
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E
v
al
u
at
io
n
 o
f 
ac
ti
o
n
 t
ak
en
 
Evaluate the effectiveness of 
different problem-solving 
strategies 
Critically evaluate both the 
chosen approaches and 
solutions to the problem 
Critically evaluate the selected 
approaches and solutions to the 
problem and propose a refined 
solution 
 
Table 3: The COGS toolkit elements in respect of Problem-Solving, Analysis and Investigation at 
undergraduate level 
 
Support for academic staff seeking to use COGS to deploy constructively aligned curricula and 
evidence a pedagogic shift to ABL exists through a workshop that explores the nature of progression 
between the different stages of an academic programme. However, use of the Toolkit gained real 
traction when its use was tied to another institutional initiative, namely a wide-sweeping review of 
assessment practice. This initiative ensured that the progressive development and scaffolding of 
employability skills was aligned with the QAA Framework for Higher Education Qualifications 
(QAA, 2014).  
As a fully transferable, Creative-Commons licensed artefact, COGS can be adapted and used by other 
institutions seeking to embed employability skills within their curricula. COGS is helping 
Northampton to realise our mission to transform lives and inspire change, as captured in the 
ChANGE Framework (figure 3). However, the toolkit is flexible enough to be used by other 
institutions to deliver their own contextualised Frameworks of Graduate Attributes. This is evidenced 
through successful engagement with COGS by representatives from multiple international HEIs 
(Armellini, Maxwell and Palmer (2016); Maxwell, 2016). 
A later paper will explore the impact that the institutional adoption of COGS has had on the 
articulation of learning outcomes and assessment practice. 
Reflections on Progress 
A number of benefits, both to individual students and to the University as a whole, have emerged as a 
result of connecting the ‘Changemaker in the Curriculum’ initiatives. A related set of benefits arise 
out of the deliberate use of the same framework in curricular, extra- and co-curricular contexts. 
Adoption of the single framework ensured a unified approach for students to the development and 
enhancement of their graduate employability potential. Use of one framework also provided them 
with a clearer sense of ownership and agency in respect of their journey through HE to becoming a 
graduate. It helps students to own their career development and progression and be more adaptable in 
an increasingly complex, uncertain and changing labour-market (Cavanagh et al, 2015). Finally, it 
helps them to realise that the University’s published graduate capabilities are directly linked to their 
academic studies, curriculum design and learning outcomes. 
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These benefits are enhanced by the introduction of Active Blended Learning (ABL), which focusses 
on the application of knowledge and understanding and the development of relevant skills within a 
subject context and meets the ‘inclusive leadership’ attribute identified by the QAA (2018) to create 
and shape appropriate learning environments. A shared framework for the development and 
articulation of these skills further supports students in bridging the gap between their existing skill 
sets on entry to HE study, and the critical competences they will need to demonstrate on entry to the 
workplace post-graduation (Shah et al, 2004, Oliver et al, 2011).    
The value of the COGS toolkit in helping staff to write level-appropriate learning outcomes and 
thereby consistently embedding employability skills development within curricula is twofold. First, 
use of a generic toolkit as a starting point across all academic levels helps address a concern flagged 
by Cavanagh et al about the ‘random and unequal’ development of graduate capabilities across 
academic courses (2015, p.286). Secondly, the shift to ABL, in conjunction with the COGS toolkit to 
tailor learning outcomes to the various subject disciplines, means that the risk of ‘learners and 
instructional pedagogies … remain[ing] broad at entry level and continu[ing] until exit from the 
academic program’ (Cavanagh, 2015, p.285) is mitigated. 
A final set of benefits accrue from use of the ABL methodology across the curriculum and now, 
importantly, fully adopted in the extra- and co-curricular ‘Employability Plus’ scheme to support 
graduate employability. ABL itself builds on a social constructivist pedagogy that stresses 
participation, collaboration, active learning and social interaction, whether occurring in face-to-face or 
online learning environments (Rutt et al, 2013 and Kumar, 2015). Its explicit focus on what learners 
‘do’ with their knowledge and understanding - their application of theory to practice - enhances the 
practical orientation of all programmes of study. This practical orientation, described by Grotkowska 
et al (2015) as a ‘key vehicle of the entrepreneurial paradigm’ (p.877), helps in the development of 
‘pragmatic and practical’ skills development and ‘real-life’ learning opportunities within programmes 
of study so that ultimately there is a ‘closer alignment between graduate and desired employability 
skills’ (Cavanagh et al, 2015, p.281).  
Limitations and Risks 
As a new initiative, there is limited evidence of the impact of this work. Gaps in the students’ 
acquisition of the attributes identified in the ChANGE Framework may occur as programmes can only 
go so far in helping students to realise all attributes. The benefits of engaging in this work are 
sensitive to the initiative deployed by individual students in addressing their own gaps through 
engagement with Employability Plus and dependent upon how far they choose to ‘progress into the 
entrepreneurship zone’ (QAA, 2018). This weakness can be mitigated to an extent through 
Northampton’s personalised approach to learning and teaching (ABL) and timetabled engagement 
with Employability Plus.  
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The extent to which employability skills development will be meaningfully addressed through 
academic programmes will also be dependent upon the extent to which academic colleagues engage 
with the embedding of employability skills in their provision. Finally, there is a risk that the 
Employability Plus team might revert to offering a careers service that would be incompatible with 
the principles outlined in this paper.  
The Changemaker Difference and the Challenges Ahead 
In their review of the debate on the value of a university education, Pericles Rospigliosi et al (2014) 
argue that ‘[t]he defining difference between graduates and non-graduates is that the former have 
acquired the knowledge, skills and attitudes of a university education and a proven ability and 
willingness to learn’ (p.424). In their exploration of ‘graduate employability’ they talk about ‘graduate 
propensity to learn’, defined further as ‘graduate capacity and disposition to learn’ (p.421). Within 
this concept, the role of HE is to both develop students’ capacity and disposition to learn and certify 
their ability and disposition.  
However, this skills development is not the ‘magic bullet’ that can address issues of productivity and 
competitiveness’ (Keep et al, 2006, p.554), suggesting that more is needed if students are to stand out 
and secure graduate level employment. At Northampton, this additional element is the ‘Changemaker 
difference.’ It is important that graduates from Northampton articulate the potential of this 
differentiator clearly and succinctly when seeking employment post-graduation. This is particularly 
true if we are to mitigate against the perceived risk to employers identified in the Pericles Rospigliosi 
et al study of hiring graduates from ‘new Universities’ (like Northampton) in an increasingly flooded 
graduate market.  
This ‘Changemaker difference’ is most explicitly seen in the ChANGE framework descriptors and 
associated learning outcomes at Programme and Module level. Whether expressed through being a 
‘socially responsible problem solver’, a leader who ‘inspire[s] others and secure[s] commitment to 
effect sustainable change’ or a communicator who demonstrates ‘empathy’, the ‘Changemaker 
difference’ offers a differentiator from a recruitment perspective. In explicitly incorporating these 
skills and attributes in learning outcomes, there is an opportunity to enable the formation of the 
‘Northampton graduate’, rather than just ‘graduate-ness’ in general, and thereby overcome Kumar’s 
observation that while identity formation ‘may be thought of as the primary purpose of HE … it is 
often a tacit ideal that does not translate into reality’ (2015, p.4). 
In addition to arguing that to help graduates stand out in the marketplace universities need to 
articulate what their graduates look like; this paper also argues for the embedding of these attributes 
and associated employability skills within the academic disciplines as a contextualised locus for their 
development. Rather than considering improving one’s employability potential as separate to 
disciplinary studies, it is apparent that embedding the former within the latter not only helps students 
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perceive how their career goals can be achieved through their academic programme, but also restores 
their agency and ownership in the process and enhances the overall student experience. Furthermore, 
through robust curriculum design processes (ILT, 2016c) that explicitly consider how Changemaker is 
being incorporated into academic programmes, opportunities are provided at the crucial design stage 
to address the assumption identified by Hager and Holland (2006, cited in Cavanagh, 2015, p.279) 
that academic and employability skills sets are the same. In surfacing areas of convergence and 
divergence at the design stage, it is possible to highlight where students may need to engage with co- 
or extra-curricular activities to address any gaps.  
Conclusions 
Through introduction of the ChANGE framework and the associated COGS learning outcomes 
toolkit, this paper informs the wider debate on employability in the UK Higher Education context. 
Together, this framework and toolkit can help to foster individual employability skills development in 
general, and graduate employability skills development in particular. The combined use of these 
artefacts supports the emerging shift in discourse from employability skills per se, to the development 
of a graduate identity.  
This approach also supports students in the development of their personal literacy, ensuring that they 
not only possess the requisite employability skills but, crucially, they can articulate them upon entry 
into the labour market. Within the Northampton context, graduate identity is encapsulated in our 
values-driven ‘Changemaker difference’ and articulated through the ChANGE framework with its 
accompanying definitions for skills and attributes. The fact that this shift in discourse has been 
achieved successfully at Northampton suggests that there is value for other HEPs in articulating their 
own unique concepts of ‘graduate-ness’ as a differentiator in the labour market – a point that has been 
recognised most recently by the QAA (2018). 
In taking deliberate action to embed Changemaker attributes within curricula, Northampton is seeking 
to implement meaningful, systemic, embedded change, boldly articulated in its mission to transform 
lives and inspire change. Student-centredness occurs both through a learner-centred pedagogy (ABL) 
that is predicated upon active participation, collaboration and interactivity, and an extra- and co-
curricular employability service that adopts a similar methodology and uses the same framework, 
thereby complementing and scaffolding the academic programme. Although in the early stages of 
implementing the use of the ChANGE framework in academic programmes, the exponential increase 
in engagement with ‘Changemaking’, extra- and co-curricular employability skills development 
through ‘Employability Plus’, is indicative of the value of the combined approach to our student body. 
The next stage is to support academic colleagues to use the COGS toolkit to write learning outcomes 
at programme and module level that draw on the ChANGE attributes. In this way, the attributes 
garner meaning within a subject discipline through constructively aligned assessment practice that 
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supports student progression through the different stages of their studies. It will also be valuable to 
explore the impact of these new Employability and Changemaker learning outcomes on constructively 
aligned assessment design and delivery, particularly in the context of the QAA’s differentiation 
between learning ‘about’, learning ‘for’ and learning ‘through’ entrepreneurship (2018, p. 14).  
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